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Critical Incident Analyses:
A Practice Learning Tool for
Students and Practitioners
Pam Green Lister and Beth R. Crisp
The development of critical skills in social work students and practitioners has
been a major focus of social work education and training in recent years. Critical
incident analysis has developed as a tool to aid critical reﬂection in practice, in
health and social work. This paper provides an overview of the use of the tool in
these ﬁelds. It then reports on a demonstration project which sought to examine
how critical incident analysis might be used as a form of assessment and as a
supervisory tool by social work students and practice teachers. An evaluation of
the project is provided. Completion of critical incident analyses using the
framework was found to provide a structured approach to critical reﬂection. It
assisted the integration of theory and practice and the examination of value
issues. Students and practice teachers identify its use in supervision and its
potential as an assessment tool. The paper concludes with a discussion on the
potential uses of critical incident analyses, with particular attention given to its
use to develop anti-oppressive practice.
Keywords: critical incident analysis; anti-oppressive practice
Introduction
Critical incident analyses were ﬁrst developed to assist the investigation of mishaps
or ‘near misses’ in the ﬁelds of aviation (Flanagan 1954) and anaesthesia (Craig and
Wilson 1981). The emphasis in these ﬁelds was on analysing and assessing failures
of procedures, or human error, with a view to reducing future risk. However, in the
late twentieth century critical incident analyses have been used increasingly in
health, education and social work. Here, the emphasis has been less on examining
failure, and more on the development of critical reﬂection.
The role of critical incident analysis in health, education and social work has
been inﬂuenced by the work of Tripp (1993). He deﬁnes critical incidents as ‘very
commonplace events that occur in routine professional practice . . .which are
rendered critical through analysis’ (Tripp 1993, 24–25).
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This deﬁnition provides a useful pointer for students, educators and
practitioners who are considering using critical incident analyses in their work.
By proposing that it is the commonplace rather than the dramatic incident which
is the material for analysis, it prevents concentration on the minor mishaps or
major catastrophes which the term critical incident might suggest. It allows for
the consideration of positive encounters as well as negative events. The emphasis
is on the critical skills of the reporter of the incident, rather than its pivotal or
serious nature. These skills can be used in continuous reﬂection in practice.
Critical incident analyses are usually produced as a written account in the form of
a structured narrative, butmay involve a verbal presentation. Typically, they consist
of a description of an event, reﬂections based on an analysis of practice and, then, a
critical re-examination of existing and developing knowledge, skills and values.
In areas other than social work, critical incident analyses have been used in
qualifying courses in nursing (Farrington 1993; Parker, Webb, and D’Souza 1995;
Rich and Parker 1995; Tripp 1993) and midwifery (Burgum and Bridge 1997),
usually as a form of formative or summative assessment. Learning outcomes
include the development of interpersonal skills, the integration of theory and
practice and the understanding of the broader contexts of every day practice
(Burgum and Bridge 1997; Rich and Parker 1995). Qualiﬁed practitioners have also
undertaken critical incident analyses to aid the integration of theory and practice
in midwifery (Chesney 1996) and to assist higher education lecturers to develop
reﬂective practice (Kuit, Reay, and Freeman 2001).
In social work, critical incident analyses have been used in variety of countries in
social work education and social work practice. Critical incident analyses have been
used most widely with social work students on qualifying courses, for example as a
pedagogical tool to enable students to describe and analyse the complexity of the
processes of interaction with service users (Nygren and Blom 2001), and to assist
students in the exploration of sensitive ethnic and cultural issues with service users
from contrasting cultures (Montalvo 1999). Critical incident analyses have also been
developed as a formative and summative method of assessment of direct practice,
focusing on critical reﬂection (Davies and Kinloch 2000) and on impact of beliefs and
values on the development of professional judgement (Monash University undated).
Finally, for qualiﬁed social workers, critical incident analysis has proven to be a
useful tool in ongoing personal and professional development in assisting social
workers to reconstruct ‘personal practice among more critically empowering
lines’ (Fook 2002, 98) and to develop developing critical reﬂection, with
particular emphasis being given to consideration of ethical and value issues, and
anti-oppressive practice (Thomas 2004).
Demonstration Project: Students’ Use of Critical
Incident Analyses on Placement
The demonstration project exploring the use of critical incident analyses was
developed by the authors in conjunction with the staff of the South
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Lanarkshire Practice Learning Centre (PLC). This project was part of wider
research funded by the Scottish Institute for Excellence in Social Work
Education (Crisp, Green Lister, and Dutton 2005; Green Lister, Dutton, and
Crisp 2005).
Ten postgraduate Diploma in Social Work students from the University of
Glasgow undertook their second Direct Practice II (DPII) placement with the
PLC. The aim of the project was to identify the potential use of Critical Incident
Analysis, with these students and their practice teachers, as an assessment
and supervisory tool. A critical incident analysis framework was devised
taking account of existing literature on both critical incident analyses and the
new requirements for social work graduates in Scotland (Scottish Executive
2003).
Critical Incident Analysis Framework
1. Account of the incident
. What happened, where and when; who was involved?
. What was your role/involvement in the incident?
. What was the context of this incident, e.g. previous involvement of yourself
or other from this agency with this client/client group?
. What was the purpose and focus of your contact/intervention at this
point?
2. Initial responses to the incident
. What were your thoughts and feelings at the time of this incident?
. What were the responses of other key individuals to this incident? If not
known, what do you think these might have been?
3. Issues and dilemmas highlighted by this incident
. What practice dilemmas were identiﬁed as a result of this incident?
. What are the values and ethical issues which are highlighted by this
incident?
. Are there implications for inter-disciplinary and/or inter-agency collabora-
tions which you have identiﬁed as a result of this incident?
4. Learning
. What have you learned, e.g. about yourself, relationships with others, the
social work task, organisational policies and procedures?
. What theory (or theories) has (or might have) helped develop your
understanding about some aspect of this incident?
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. What research has (or might have) helped develop your understanding about
some aspect of this incident?
. How might an understanding of the legislative, organisational and policy
contexts explain some aspects associated with this incident?
. What future learning needs have you identiﬁed as a result of this incident?
How might this be achieved?
5. Outcomes
. What were the outcomes of this incident for the various participants?
. Are there ways in which this incident has led (or might lead to) changes in how
you think, feel or act in particular situations?
. What are your thoughts and feelings now about this incident?
Preparation of Students and Practice Teachers
In order to familiarise all demonstration project participants with the frame-
work, students and practice teachers attended a workshop at the PLC one week
into the 80-day placement. This workshop was jointly convened by the
co-ordinator of the PLC (who was also practice teacher for ﬁve of the students)
and by the authors. The concept of critical incident analysis and the framework
were presented in an introductory plenary. It was explained that students should
submit critical incident analyses to practice teachers once a week, as a basis for
discussion in individual and group discussion. Participants were provided with
copies of the critical incident pro forma and an instruction sheet. Student
participants were also given a copy of the pro forma on a computer disk as a
Microsoft Word ﬁle. Students and practice teachers then individually completed a
pro forma. Finally, the authors met separately with groups of students and
practice teachers both to discuss any issues which had emerged from the
completion of the pro formas or instructions, and to ascertain their thoughts and
feelings about the process.
Evaluation
Midway through and after the end of the placement the students were
interviewed individually in brief semi-structured interviews about their use of
critical incident analysis during their placement (e.g. to prepare for supervision,
to support writing of placement reports) and their thoughts as to the
acceptability of the process if adopted for summative assessment. All interviews
with students were tape recorded.
Follow up interviews were also conducted with the two practice teachers who
had between them been involved with six of the 10 students. Additional
comments from practice teachers in respect of critical incident analysis were
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sourced from ﬁnal reports which they had submitted as part of the assessment
process for DPII.
Tape recordings of interim and ﬁnal interviews with the students were
analysed. While the recordings were not transcribed, verbatim quotations
were taken and used in the evaluation report and in this paper. Detailed notes
were taken of the interviews with the two practice teachers.
Key Themes Emerging from the Evaluation
The evaluation identiﬁed a number of functions of the use of the critical incident
analysis framework. It provided:
. a structured approach to reﬂection and critical analysis;
. an aid to the integration of theory and practice;
. assistance in the examination of value issues;
. an aid to supervision;
. potential as assessment tool.
In addition, the future use of critical incident analyses was considered.
A Structured Approach to Reﬂection and Critical Analysis
A key theme which emerged from students’ responses was the way in which the
framework facilitated a structured approach to reﬂection and critical analysis.
Several students indicated that they had experienced difﬁculties in reﬂective
writing in their ﬁrst placement, and that the development of critical and
reﬂective writing had been identiﬁed as a learning need of the second
placement. As one student commented:
It clariﬁed what is meant by reﬂection and analysis and helped me consolidate
what I thought. It’s logical and structured.
The framework also offered a different perspective on an approach to reﬂection
for some students. One student stated that it assisted her to address issues that
she ‘had missed and not analysed and ‘taken as read’. The framework helped her
‘think . . . while writing’. Another student also found completion of the frame-
work challenging, but identiﬁed that it provided her with a means to explore
emotion. She explained:
The framework is not structured in a way I would normally think about
things . . . It deals with emotions in a sense and imposes a structure . . . it puts it
in a different way.
At the start of the placement, some students had found that the pro forma
seemed very detailed and, at the interim stage, had indicated more practice was
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needed to become proﬁcient. However, at the ﬁnal stage, the process of
answering each aspect of the framework was found to be useful by most students
as it encouraged a greater depth of reﬂection and critical thinking. One student
had found that she had been able to transfer the skills of completing the analyses,
in a structured way, to other aspects of her practice:
The focus on just one incident and going through the framework allows you to
go into depth. You can then use that technique in other aspects of your
practice.
For one student, the completion of the framework and the subsequent
feedback also assisted her to transfer her learning and to develop reﬂect in
action:
Getting feedback on the critical incident deﬁnitely helped me think through the
next situation, more as it was happening than after the event.
These are two useful examples of the potential of critical incident analyses to
facilitate active transfer of learning whereby learners can extract the
principles from practice situations and reapply these principles, actively, to
a new situation, exemplify the concept of ‘reﬂection in action’ (Schon 1983,
1987).
However, the structured nature of the framework did have its drawbacks for
two students. While the framework had provided a useful ‘kickstart’ to aid
critical analysis and reﬂection at the beginning of the placement, after extended
use, it became ‘contrived’ and even ‘tedious’. They suggested that regular
submissions over an entire placement was not sustainable when direct work was
increasing and assessments looming. Also they considered that some experiences
do not ‘naturally’ ﬁt into the structure and are better reﬂected on using a less
structured reﬂective diary.
Practice teachers also noted that the frequency and extent of the use of
critical incident analysis varied considerably. They found that most students
started the placement writing regular critical incidents but submissions slowed or
ceased after the midpoint of the placement.
An Aid to the Integration of Theory and Practice
All students stated that throughout their ﬁrst placement the integration of theory
and practice had been an area for development. For most students, completion of
the framework had assisted them to improve their understanding of how
theoretical concepts inﬂuenced their thoughts and actions. One student stated
that it was the ‘checking of what you are doing theoretically’ that was the main
strength of the framework. Another stated:
It was quite useful at the beginning as it clariﬁed the ‘what’ ‘when’ and ‘how’ and
then the ‘why’ — why did this happen.
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One student, who had difﬁculties in beginning reﬂective writing, had found that
the section of the framework which addressed the use of theory had been the
most accessible aspect of the framework:
I decided in the end to go ‘backwards’ in that I started with a theory in the
situation and then answered other aspects of the framework after that. I started
with Trotter’s pro-social modelling and role clariﬁcation and reﬂected on my
practice.
For another student, being required to think about theory assisted in the resolution
of a practice dilemma. This student had been asked to challenge a young man on
probation regarding domestic violence. The student was concerned that doing so at
that stage would damage his relationship with the person. He explains:
So I used the framework to try to understand what was going on
theoretically. . . care and control.
By focusing the student on the use of theory and research to critically analyse the
situation, the framework assisted him to resolve the dilemma. It is interesting
that, although structured, the framework was ﬂexible enough to meet the
learning needs of those students who were more orientated to applying acquired
theory to practice and others who were guided to theoretical understandings
from practice. This reﬂexivity which interrogates the relationship between
theory and practice, is a hallmark of a practitioner’s ability to develop a critical
praxis (Freire 1972) and to create practice theory (Fook 2002).
Assistance in the Examination of Value Issues
Most students found the framework was very useful in assisting them to consider
value issues. One student explained that this exploration was assisted not only by
the inclusion of the bullet point on value dilemmas but also because of the
emphasis on ‘impact on yourself’. Most students gave examples of value dilemmas
which had arisen from direct work with service users around such issues as
personal disclosure and being requested to give direct advice about childcare.
Several students remarked that the framework had assisted them to understand
that opportunities for empowerment are available in the most common situation
in practice, echoing Doel and Shardlow’s observation that ‘every encounter offers
opportunities to promote equality and work with diversity’ (2005, 217). Having to
complete the framework regularly assisted one student to address issues in a way
which he felt was not threatening to himself nor his practice teacher. This student
had concerns about aspects of practice in an agency but was unsure how to
address these:
You used the framework to explore and challenge and then it didn’t appear too
personal. It assisted me to develop my style as I can come over too dogmatic.
It helps people consider what you think rather than what people want to hear.
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In this example the framework legitimised the student’s challenging of practice.
This advantage of the framework was commented on by a number of students.
Examples of challenging included an agency’s lack of policy regarding use of
colleagues, including the student, as interpreters and involvement in a research
project under the auspices of a health agency which made use of a control group.
One student also used the framework to challenge the behaviour of another
member of staff.
It was the second day of placement and a co-worker made a racist remark. I knew
I couldn’t sit on it or that would be collusion so I used the framework to think
through and present to my practice teacher.
Finally, one student explained that when she had requested permission from a
service user to use that encounter to complete a critical incident analysis, the
service user had asked for more details. The student provided the service user with
a copy of the framework. On the student’s next visit, the service user presented
the student with a critical incident analysis she had completed following a
concerning event in the week. The service user described to the student how she
had found the framework assisted her to ‘understand’ and ‘make sense’ of the
event and to ‘take control’ of it. The potential to develop a framework which was
more service user friendly was highlighted by this student. These ﬁndings suggest
that there is a continuum of ways in which the framework can be used by students.
It can be used to assist reﬂection on value dilemmas, to actively challenge
oppressive practice and to develop empowering practice with service users.
An Aid to Supervision
All students stated that the framework had been a useful supervisory tool. As one
student explained, it helped progress the supervisory relationship:
It is a good starting point to get discussion going. It’s a good way for students and
practice teachers to get to know each other’s value base.
The structure of the framework was sometimes used by the supervisory pair to
structure the supervision session itself. One student whose previous experiences
prior to this placement had been ‘not great’ had wanted more structure from
supervision.
I have not got a great deal from informal supervision but with the
framework . . .my practice teacher had read it in advance . . . it helped me get
more out of the supervision session. He had a structured response . . . it was more
formal . . . you take it more seriously.
Other students also felt that the framework had encouraged a more in-depth
discussion of their learning, with one student explaining that its use helped her
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explain and justify her decision to disagree with an assessment of a co-worker
with whom she had been completing a child assessment report.
I used it as a basis for supervision. My practice teacher agreed with my
assessment, based on the critical incident analysis. He said how it showed I was
using theory and not just a personal opinion.
Some students did express concerns, however, that supervision sessions could
become too dominated by the analyses, leaving little time to discuss other areas.
Two students, whose practice teachers were less interested in the use of the
framework, also found that discussion of the analyses was often an inhibitor
rather than enabler in supervision.
Practice teachers also considered that regular use of critical incident analysis
provided students with an opportunity to prepare for supervision. The
expectations that, in completing the framework, the student needed to reﬂect
on difﬁcult questions was seen to be a safe way of introducing students to the
explanations and analysis that they will be required to undertake in practice. This
echoes the comment of one practice teacher in Davies and Kinloch’s (2000, 142)
study, that completion of critical incident analyses are a useful ‘introduction to
the squirm factor’ in placement. However, it also has the potential to encourage
a more disciplined approach to supervision by practice teachers:
CIA tightened it up for me as I’m quite a tangential thinker and it forced me to be
more disciplined in the process. If you’ve got ﬁve students at a time, that’s very
useful.
This resulted in supervision which focused on the process of learning rather than
just ‘case’ discussion, thereby giving more emphasis to the ‘educative’ and
‘pastoral’ aspects of supervision as opposed to concentrating on the ‘manage-
ment’ and ‘administrative functions’ (Shardlow and Doel 1996, 106). Sometimes
this might also result in learning for practice teachers if the student’s reﬂections
‘provoke’ a practice teacher to consider a situation from a new perspective. The
extent to which use of critical incidents changes the supervision process may well
depend on the practice teacher’s expectations. For a practice teacher who has
always expected students to come prepared for supervision there may be less
change than for those for whom introducing critical incident analysis has brought
with it a greater expectation of student preparedness. The framework helped
develop the relationship, structure the supervision session, formalise feedback
and as was shown in the above discussion on values provide a mechanism by which
difﬁcult value issues could be raised in supervision.
Potential as an Assessment Tool
The students who used the critical incident analysis in the demonstration
project experienced its use as part of a formative assessment process only, due
to restrictions on assessment methods for Direct Practice 2 in the Diploma in
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Social Work. However, elements of the critical incident analyses could be
included in the ﬁnal placement report and case study. In the evaluation,
students were asked to comment on its use as a formative assessment tool and
to offer an opinion on its potential use as a stand alone summative assessment
instrument.
All the students thought the framework was useful as part of the process of
formal assessment in individual and peer supervision. Several students identiﬁed
that feedback from practice teachers and peers had been a useful experience
both in developing written work and practice.
Handing your analyses to the practice teacher and other students and getting
feedback is putting you through the scrutiny of others and being assessed.
Some students found the regular use of the analyses was useful in building up an
informal portfolio of work which could be used as evidence in the ﬁnal reports of
the placement. Others indicated that the critical incident analyses had helped
them to complete reports by building their writing skills, but they had not used
them directly in the ﬁnal report.
With regard to the potential of the framework as a summative assessment
instrument students had mixed views. Most students stated that they thought it
could work as part of a portfolio, stating that it wouldn’t ‘stand on its own’ but
would ‘be useful alongside other assignments’ suggesting that ‘It’s not the
answer, just part of the whole assessment’.
The criticism of the time-consuming nature of completing the analyses had an
impact on students’ views with regard to assessment. Several students suggested
that they spent a considerable amount of time on the analyses and it would seem
more worthwhile if it contributed to a summative assessment. Some students
thought that the tool had potential if it were to be more integrated into a formal
assessment schedule in terms of timing and its relationship to other pieces of
written work.
Two concerns were expressed by students on the use of the analyses as part of
a summative assessment. One suggested that having the analyses formally
assessed might lead to ‘writing what is expected rather than writing what was
experienced’ and another argues that the critical analysis was useful as it could
be a short piece of work. If it were an assessable piece then, a longer assignment
might be expected, which might be counter-productive.
Both practice teachers who were interviewed noted some potential for critical
incident analysis in the assessment process. In terms of assisting practice
teachers writing their ﬁnal reports on students, it was noted that for students
who had produced a number of critical incidents, practice teachers were able to
establish ‘hard evidence’ of a student’s development as a reﬂective practitioner.
Through the development of assessment strategies, programmes can deter-
mine the kind of graduate they wish to produce (Gingerich, Kaye, and Bailey
1999). Furthermore, the types of assessment methods are fundamental in
determining what, why and how students learn (Brown, Bull, and Pendlebury
1997). The pedagogical principles of constructive alignment suggest that learning
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and teaching strategies, assessment methods and assessment outcomes must be
related in a cohesive an coherent way (Biggs 2003). If a core aim of social work
education is to assist students to become critical reﬂexive practitioners, the
ﬁndings of this demonstration project show that this structured critical analysis
framework does assist critical reﬂection, suggesting it is a valuable assessment
tool for practice learning.
Future Use of Critical Incident Analysis
Both practice teachers who were interviewed indicated that they would use
critical incident analysis with future students with both seeing it as a ‘ﬂexible
tool’ in a practice teacher’s ‘toolkit’. Both agree, however, of the need to ensure
more scope for individual learning styles than occurred by requiring students to
produce critical incidents on a regular, often weekly basis.
While the framework as developed was reasonably comprehensive, future
adaptations which practice teachers suggested included bullet points which
directed students to reﬂect on issues around inter professional practice, and
partnership with service users and carers. When framing additional or alternative
questions for use in a critical incident framework, it was noted that one of the
strengths of the current questions is that they used the language of ‘you’. Hence
it would seem important to frame questions directly to individuals as it is harder
to detach if questions are aimed at individuals directly.
In addition to changes to the framework itself, it was suggested that more
guidance should be given to students in respect of the balance between
description, reﬂection and analysis and that there needed to be greater
preparation of agency staff for its use. In addition to using critical incident
analysis with social work students on qualifying awards, the scope for use in post
qualifying awards, including the practice teaching award, was highlighted.
Conclusion
The review of the literature identiﬁed a range of uses of critical incident analyses
across a variety of professions and countries. This suggests that, as a learning and
teaching tool, is it adaptable across both professional and social cultures. That it
can be used in the classroom or the ﬁeld, and by qualiﬁed and unqualiﬁed
practitioners, indicates that critical incident analysis is a ﬂexible method of
promoting critical reﬂection. The evaluation of the demonstration project provides
evidence of how the critical analysis framework assisted the development of critical
reﬂection in practice of qualifying students in a Scottish ﬁeldwork context.
However, the lessons from the ﬁndings could be transferable to other contexts.
The structured nature of the framework was clearly an important factor with
regard to students’ learning. For those students who had struggled to critically
reﬂect, it provided ﬁrm guidelines. Although some students found the structure to
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be tedious in the long term, I suggest rather than introduce too much ﬂexibility in
the design of the framework, which could mean that students miss out vital areas of
learning, the process of submissions of the analysis could be reconsidered. This
might mean that it is agreed that some critical incident analyses submissions are not
written as a full narrative, but could make more use of bullet points. Frequency of
submissions, particularly towards the end of a placement, could also be revised. A
balance needs to be achieved between affording students the practice to become
more proﬁcient and overloading them with written tasks. Furthermore, for many
students, it might be most proﬁtable to concentrate the use of critical incident
analyses in their ﬁrst placement or period of assessed practice.
It is interesting that the framework assisted both students and practice teachers
to be structured in their supervision sessions. For newly qualiﬁed practice teachers,
or for those, like one of the practice teachers in this study who are more ‘tangential’
thinkers, it may offer a way of keeping supervision focused. Clearly, feedback to
students in individual and group or peer supervision was an essential part of the
process of learning. Consideration needs to be given to achieving a balance of
functions in supervision. While the use of the framework encourages development of
the educative and pastoral aspects of supervision, planning that adequate time is
available for the managerial and administrative functions is obviously important.
Consideration needs to be given to the most appropriate way critical incident
analyses form part of an assessment of practice. The evaluation identiﬁed that it
was useful as a formative assessment tool. However, opinion varied on its use as a
summative method of assessment. Following Biggs’ (2003) principles of the
alignment of learning and teaching an assessment, the inclusion of some analyses
in a summative piece of work seems appropriate. It appears that the analyses
would be most useful submitted as part of a portfolio. Students could produce a
number of analyses during their period of assessed practice and choose ones to
submit in a portfolio of evidence.
The beneﬁts of using the critical incident framework with regard to the
integration of theory and practice are very evident from the evaluation. This is
very often an area that students and practitioners struggle with. The requirement
to refer to theory, no matter what the nature of the incident being reported,
appears to have assisted some students to see that all practice can be theorised,
and theory and practice have a dynamic relationship, in effect introducing them
to the concept of ‘praxis’.
Finally, the usefulness of completing critical incident analyses to reﬂect on
value issues was very striking. The attention to the emotional impact of exploring
value issues is an important element of the framework. Students used the
framework to assist in the critical reﬂection of value issues which rose directly
from work with service users. They also used it to address ethical dilemmas raised
with regard to organisations including their placement agency. The potential for
critical incident analyses to empower students has been identiﬁed in the
literature. With regard to the demonstration project, the requirement to discuss
value issues appears to have legitimised students’ challenging of oppressive
practice. The use of the critical incident analysis by a service user suggests the
58 GREEN LISTER AND CRISP
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
] a
t 2
2:4
7 1
9 S
ep
tem
be
r 2
01
1 
discussion of the potential of critical incident analysis should not be restricted to
the learning of people in their roles as students and practitioners. It could be
developed as an empowering tool for all participants in a social work encounter.
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